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Figure 1. Terminology participants remembered teachers and/or other curriculum specialists using to describe the 

Smithsonian Learning Lab 
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Executive Summary 

 
In the fiscal year 2019, the Smithsonian Institution (SI) worked in collaboration with Affiliate museum 

educators at three Texas sites (City of Austin Parks and Recreation, Irving Arts Center, and Institute of 

Texan Cultures) to develop and disseminate instructional materials highlighting Latino and Asian Pacific 

American history, art, and culture for Texasôs high school Ethnic Studies courses. These instructional 

materials were disseminated to local social studies supervisors and curriculum specialists. The project 

focused on creating Smithsonian Learning Lab (SLL) collections to integrate museum-based Latino and 

Asian Pacific American instructional materials into these courses and to understand their usefulness in 

teaching.  

 

Christina Talbert, an independent evaluator, was hired to conduct a series of in-depth telephone 

interviews with 10 participants of the 2019 workshops. Participants were asked about their experience at 

the workshop, using the SLL themselves and in collaboration with teachers, and any barriers and lessons 

learned throughout the year regarding the SLL. 
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Primary Conclusions  

 
The main conclusions of this study were: 

 

Curricula developers who participated in professional development workshops one year earlier and 

the teachers to whom they presented the Smithsonian Learning Lab valued the Lab mostly for the 

variety of authoritative  and vetted Smithsonian digital resources. They envisioned the potentiality 

of the use of the Lab to engage students in inquiry-based learning. 

 

One of the main components of an effective professional development workshop is to include ample 

time to practice using the Lab. Our audience welcomed continuous support. 

 
1) Participants envisioned using the Smithsonian Learning Lab in a variety of ways. Over half of the 

participants described that they envisioned the SLL as a resource for student use. The following 

were some ideas for student use of the SLL:    

 

Envisioned Student Use of the SLL 

As a way for students to share their own learning 

As a way for students to create dialogue between their peers 

As way for students to conduct document-based question writing 

ñAs a way to move more towards the student-centered approach opposed to direct teaching.ò  

 

 

 

 

 

2) Participants primarily used the SLL to develop curriculum for use based on student-centered 

approaches. They pointed out that the use can foster sharing and inquiries. Outside of curriculum 

development, participants used the SLL to find resources for content development and/or for 

personal research. Participants found the SLL to be effective for a variety of reasons, primarily 

being the abundance of vetted and reputable resources and/or the ability to use these resources to 

create content. Participants had not yet used the SLL in classrooms. 

 

 

 

 

 

3) Participants described introducing the SLL to teachers through professional learning 

communities, professional development sessions, other types of meetings, and/or organic 

conversations. Participants did not know if the teachers whom they introduced to the SLL had 

used it in the classroom with their students. They did however recall that teachers expressed an 

interest in doing so and used a range of positive terms to describe the SLL. Teachers expressed 

that the SLL is effective because of the abundance of reliable resources, the accessibility of the 

website for students, and the usability of tools, such as hotspots, discussion questions, and 

annotations. 

 

 

 

 

 

ñLike a resource for my studentsé what I like about it is the collections that are 

curated by museum professionals that are on there and those resources, those 

photographs, those collections. Those are really helpful for my kids.ò 

 

ñIt is something thatôs pretty much always within reach for me when a teacher says I 

need something or if weôre designing something together, Iôm always going to swing 

by the Learning Lab to find whatôs available to use. I use it a lot.ò 

 

ñWhenever I have conversations with teachers looking for how to find an image that 

would be something kids could engage with in the classroom, I always mention the 

Learning Labé because of the reputation and the fact that thereôs so many, 1000s, of 

digital images that the kids would benefit from that they may never see in person.ò 
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4) Participants had mixed opinions about teachers using the SLL to align content to scope and 

sequence. The majority of participants agreed that the SLL can be used to align content through a 

connection to standards and/or the use of primary resources in creating content. The rest of the 

participants, while not expressing that the SLL could not be used to align content to scope and 

sequence, pointed out that the platform is not a necessary tool to do so. One participant explained 

that the SLL does not contain Texas-specific standards, and is thus unhelpful in aligning content 

to standards.  

 

 

 

 

5) Participants suggested finding ways to introduce the SLL to more teachers in order to encourage 

them to create effective collections. Some suggestions for this were inviting teachers to 

workshops, providing virtual training via YouTube, sending out a listserv to teachers who are 

interested, attending state-wide conferences, and promoting the SLL through social media. 

 

 

 

6) All of the participants were interested in joining an occasional meeting of a local support group 

provided by affiliate museums and a listserv to share and receive content regarding the SLL. 

Participants also expressed interest in additional virtual support. Some suggestions for virtual 

support included live video conferences, calls with teams of teachers/curriculum specialists who 

are interested, and/or recorded online training. Some suggestions for the content of virtual support 

include providing information about SLL updates, introductions to the SLL website, explanations 

of particular collections, and/or how to create content.  

 

 

 

 

 

7) Participants expressed a couple of ways that the workshop best prepared them to use the SLL, 

primarily being the thorough introduction to the SLL and time allotted for collection creation. 

Participants also mentioned how effective Ashley and Philippa were at both introducing the SLL 

during the workshop and keeping in touch after.  

 

 

 

 

 

8) Participants explained that the workshops could primarily be improved by allotting more time to 

introducing and using the SLL to create content, with some expressing that this portion of the 

workshop was ñrushed.ò As for future workshops with curriculum specialists and teachers, 

participants suggested providing breakout sessions for both types of participants to discuss their 

future use of the SLL.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

ñIt allows them [teachers/curriculum specialists] to look at a standard and consider 

all of the possible way thatôs a standard can be taught.ò 

 

 

ñI think it starts with the workshop.ò 

 

 

ñMaybe if [SI]  recorded it like, this is how you make this lab or this is a conversation 

about this and here are some decks already made - anything thatôs recorded and 

could be shared with teachers.ò 

 

 

ñThat ability to go through with it, do it, build it, share it ï I was sold. That time to 

dig around and build and look at collections and I immediately started talking to 

people back on campuses. The actual interaction with the lab.ò 

 

 

 

ñI wouldôve liked more time to do some of the work. I felt like touring all of the 

centers was important, but at times I felt maybe it was repetitive and while it was 

quality, it wasnôt what I thought I was signing up for.ò 
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9) Participants suggested the following improvements to the SLL website: 

 

Suggested Improvements to the SLL Website 

Adding PowerPoint capability to the collections 

Adding an ability to ñlevelò (i.e. change the reading level to the intended grade level) historical 

readings based on grade level  

Adding video upload capability for students who are uncomfortable typing out answers 

Creating a variety of lesson plans developed by museum educators for teacher use 
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Background & Context 

 
In the fiscal year 2019, the Smithsonian Institution (SI) worked in collaboration with Affiliate museum 

educators at three Texas sites (City of Austin Parks and Recreation, Irving Arts Center, and Institute of 

Texan Cultures) to develop and disseminate instructional materials highlighting Latino and Asian-Pacific 

American history, art, and culture for Texasôs high school Ethnic Studies courses. These instructional 

materials were developed by local social studies supervisors and curriculum specialists. The project 

focused on creating Smithsonian Learning Lab (SLL) collections to integrate museum-based Latino and 

Asian Pacific American instructional materials into these courses and to understand their usefulness in 

teaching. Participants used the SLL within their school districts during the academic year 2019/2020. In 

order to better understand how participants used the SLL and what lessons they learned from these 

experiences, SI partnered with Christina Talbert to provide evaluation support. 

 

Project Goals 

 
1. Inform the Smithsonian about how participants use the Smithsonian Learning Lab for curriculum 

development after participating in professional development workshops 

2. Provide insight into how participants shared the Smithsonian Learning Lab with teachers in their 

district, and retrospectively, how teachers then used the Smithsonian Learning Lab with students  

3. Improve future workshops  

 

Methodology 

 
In order to better understand how participants used the SLL in their districts, affiliate museum educators 

and Smithsonian staff members chose ten curriculum specialists and/or teachers that attended a workshop 

to contact and request interviews with. Participants were asked a variety of questions about their use of 

the SLL. Interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes. Prior to the interviews, participants were sent the 

interview script to review.  

 

Evaluation Questions 

 
1. How do participants use the Smithsonian Learning Lab in their school district? What are the 

lessons they learned by using it throughout the school year 2019/2020? 

2. How did participants introduce the Smithsonian Learning Lab to teachers in their district? What 

did teachers think about the Smithsonian Learning Lab? How have/will they use it? 

3. How could the Smithsonian improve future workshops? 

 

Sample 

 
A total of nine participants of the following job titles participated in the interviews: four curriculum 

coordinators (k-12, social studies), one curriculum coordinator (PreK-12, social studies), one assistant 

director of humanities (3-12, curriculum and assessments), one curriculum support specialist (6-12, social 

studies), one facilitator (6-12, social studies), and one US history teacher (11th grade).  
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Findings 

 

This section includes findings from interviews with nine workshop participants. Findings are in 

the following order: 

 
 Envisioning the Use of the Smithsonian Learning Labééééééééééééé.ééé...6 

 Motivation to Use the Smithsonian Learning Labééééééééééééééééé.é...8 

 Curriculum Specialist Use of the Smithsonian Learning Lab ééééééééééééé....8 

 Curriculum Specialists - Effectiveness of the Smithsonian Learning Lab....éé.éééééé10 

Teacher Use of the Smithsonian Learning Labééé..ééééééééééééééé.....11 

 Teachers - Effectiveness of the Smithsonian Learning Labéééééééééééé.éé..13 

Use of the Smithsonian Learning Lab in the Classrooméééééééééééé.ééé...14 

Aligning Smithsonian Learning Lab Content to Scope and Sequenceéééé.éééééé..15 

Suggestions for Encouraging Teachers to Create Effective Lessonsééé.éééééééé.16 

Suggested Improvements to the Smithsonian Learning Labéééééééééé.éééé.18 

Suggested Ideas for Additional Smithsonian Supportééééééééééééé.ééé...21 

 Best Aspects of the Workshopsééééééééééééééé.éééééééé.........22 

 Suggested Workshop Improvementsééé..ééééééééééé.éééééééé...22 

  
Envisioning the Use of the Smithsonian Learning Lab 
 

Curriculum specialists envisioned using the Smithsonian Learning Lab in a variety of ways. Over half of 

the participants described that they envisioned the SLL as a resource for student use. The following were 

some ideas for student use of the SLL:  

 

- as a way for students to share their own learning 

- as a way for students to create dialogue between their peers 

- as a way for students to conduct document-based question writing 

- ñas a way to move more towards the student-centered approach opposed to direct teaching.ò  

 

A couple of participants mentioned using the SLLôs searchability features to find resources, with 

participants describing these resources as high-quality and vetted (Figure 2). Other participants envision 

the SLL as a place to create materials for the classroom. For example, the assistant director of humanities 

said s/he envisions it ñas a resource for teachers to curate and share materials with students,ò while the 

social studies facilitator said, ñI envision this as a way for me to design really focused collections or 

resources that teachers can use.ò A curriculum coordinator added, ñteachers spend so much time lecturing 

so this is a great opportunity for them to use pictures and images for activities.ò Lastly, the curriculum 

support specialist envisioned the SLL to be used ñas a presenting tool for students to create something and 

present what they know using evidence.ò 
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Figure 2. Example of the search engine for Resources on the Smithsonian Learning Lab 

 

Motivation to Use the Smithsonian Learning Lab 
 

A variety of participants explained that the reputable 

resources are what motivates them to use the 

Smithsonian Learning Lab, including some 

curriculum coordinators, the assistant director of 

humanities, the social studies facilitator, and the US 

history teacher. These participants turn to the SLL 

because of its variety and abundance of trusted resources. For example, a curriculum coordinator said, 

ñwhenever I have conversations with teachers looking for how to find an image that would be something 

kids could engage with in the classroom, I always mention the Learning Lab again because of the 

reputation and the fact that thereôs so many, 1000s, of digital images that the kids would benefit from that 

they may never see in person.ò A couple of the participants expressed that they are motivated to use the 

SLL because of the ability to create content. The social studies facilitator said, ñI can look at 500,000 

sources and pick them and organize them there, kick it out, and share it.ò One curriculum coordinator said 

that the SLL is useful in categorizing his/her work through collections, stating ñI have a couple of projects 

going on at one time and itôs beneficial to have them in separate pieces and bundle...for me, it can be 

bundled differently and categorized.ò Other participants explained that they are motivated to use the SLL 

because of the student usability aspect of the website. For example, the social studies facilitator said, 

ñweôre also really interested in our students doing creations to show their own learning,ò and a curriculum 

coordinator said, ñyou have multiple styles of learning ï no child or adult learns in the same manner so 

hereôs another tool that can be used to reach different learners.ò Lastly, one curriculum coordinator said 

s/he is motivated to use the SLL ñas another tool to drive discussions with students.ò 

 
Curriculum Specialists Use of the Smithsonian Learning Lab  

 
None of the participants had used the SLL in the classroom themselves, either because they do not usually 

spend time in the classroom teaching students or because they did not have a chance to this year due to 

school closures during the COVID-19 outbreak. However, many participants mentioned using the SLL to 

develop curriculum for teachers to use and/or share with students. Three participants, a social studies 

curriculum support specialist, social studies facilitator, and a curriculum coordinator, had developed 

 

Participants turn to the Smithsonian 

Learning Lab because of its variety and 

abundance of trusted resources 
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collections for student use. The social studies facilitator described one of his/her collections as a Civil 

Rights collection that connected to a Texas-specific standard and the other as a student-activity where 

students were prompted to think about personal history and their experience during the current time 

period ï ñpersonally, nationally, and in the world.ò This participant discussed how helpful the Harvard 

Zero Thinking Routines were in creating lesson plans, explaining that ñtheyôre awesome. Itôs so easy to 

drop them in and transition. I did an art analysis collection for the conference with the see, think, wonder 

card and then linked it to archivesò (Figure 3). This participant also explained that s/he uses the SLL 

to find resources, saying ñit is something thatôs pretty much always within reach for me when a teacher 
says I need something or if weôre designing something together, Iôm always going to swing by the 

Learning Lab to find whatôs available to use. I use it a lot.ò The curriculum coordinator that had 

created collections for student use described a variety of collections s/he created for world culture and US 

history regarding religion, reconstruction, and communism. The social studies curriculum support 

specialist built a collection about Native American Code Talkers in World War 1 to provide instruction 

for a specific Texas standard ñthat says students will be able to explain various reasons that led to Allied 

success.ò This participant explained that s/he ñcreated a collection of visuals and primary sources and 

secondary readings and they [the students] analyzed the documents and visuals to try to come to that 

target that identified that code talker operation as an element of allied success. When I use your resources, 

I think of a lot of analysis strategies such as visual analysis. We ask our students to collect evidence for 

their answers and thatôs what the Learning Lab can do for them. It can help them collect evidence in the 

Lab and base an opinion and defend their answer with evidence.ò Two participants said the only content 

they developed on the SLL was the collections they created during the workshop, with one describing 

his/her collection as ñsome resources around Asian American history.ò The other participant explained 

that s/he used the collection that s/he created during the workshop as an example for introducing the SLL 

to teachers, but did not explain the content of this collection. One curriculum coordinator developed a 

collection primarily to introduce the SLL to teachers during a professional development session. S/he 

described this experience, stating, ñI modeled a strategy for teachers called ñWhich one doesnôt belongò 

and I went through a couple of curated artworks from different times and asked teachers which of the 

images doesnôt belong and why and we had individual discussions and a whole group discussion.ò 

 

 
Figure 3. Example of a Harvard Zero Thinking Routine slide on the Smithsonian Learning Lab 

 
Just over half of the participants had used the Smithsonian Learning Lab for something other than 

developing curriculum. Two of these participants described using the SLL to find resources for 

curriculum development and/or encouraging teachers to do so. The three other participants had used the 

SLL for personal research, such as creating collections for a personal genealogy club. One of these 

participants said that s/he finds resources that s/he personally wants to keep. The same participant 

discussed the possibility of using the SLL for a history fair so that students can ñdo research for an 
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original think tank to share with everyone else what theyôre thinking about for a historical product,ò and 

explained how the SLL is perfect for this because students will find  primary resources and if their project 

changes over time, they can simply continue building it on the SLL.  

 

Curriculum Specialists - Effectiveness of the Smithsonian Learning Lab 

 
When asked what participants found particularly effective about the Smithsonian Learning Lab, most of 

them mentioned the resources. They described resources as vetted and reputable, as they are available 

through the Smithsonian. A few participants described the ability to curate content on the SLL as 

particularly effective. For example, the assistant director of humanities said, ñitôs interesting to go through 

the collections - to make choices and figure out how you might curate something. Itôs a good experience 

to look at an image or document or piece of art to find out what questions I can ask about it.ò A 

curriculum coordinator said, ñif youôre designing a learning experience that you want to evoke a certain 

emotion or students to respond in a certain way ï imagery is everything so thereôs a lot of value to using 

this tool.ò When describing the effectiveness of the website itself, participants mentioned both 

searchability and shareability (Figures 4 and 5). For example, the social studies facilitator said, ñI like that 

you can search by everything everywhere and look at collections people have created and the filter 

features are super helpful,ò while the curriculum support specialist said, ñthe shareability. I know I can 

create a collection and share it with a link easily and give it to anybody.ò  

 

 

 
Figure 4. Example of share features on the Smithsonian Learning Lab 
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Figure 5. Example of the search engine for Learning Lab Collections on the Smithsonian Learning Lab 

 

Teacher Use of the Smithsonian Learning Lab  

 
Participants described introducing the Smithsonian Learning Lab with both teachers and other curriculum 

specialists in a variety of ways, with many mentioning multiple ways they have done so. Almost all of the 

participants had introduced the SLL to other specialists and/or teachers through meetings, dedicated 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCôs), and/or professional development (PD) sessions. Participants 

of each job title had shared the SLL to colleagues (i.e. some coordinators, the US history teacher, the 
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social studies facilitator, the curriculum support specialist, and the assistant director of humanities). When 

asked how they introduced the SLL during these meetings/PLCôs/PD sessions, many participants said 

they described the SLL as a reputable website with an abundance and variety of primary resources for 

students to engage with. Others introduced the SLL as a website to engage students using Harvard Zero 

Thinking Routines or prompted discussions (Figures 3 and 6). A curriculum coordinator described the 

SLL as ña resource put on by the Smithsonian that will allow them [teachers] to annotate or utilize 

documents within the Smithsonian system.ò Two participants introduced the SLL with teachers 

organically, with one describing the experience ï ñwhenever I have conversations with teachers looking 

for how to find an image that would be something kids could engage with in the classroom, I always 

mention the Learning Lab again because of the reputation and the fact that thereôs so many, 1000s, of 

digital images that the kids would benefit from that they may never see in person.ò Two participants 

introduced the SLL to teachers simply by embedding it in their curriculum, such as online curriculum unit 

maps and/or curriculum documents. Some other ways participants have introduced the SLL to teachers 

include newsletters, email blasts, and tweets. Most of the participants did not explain how many teachers 

they discussed the SLL with or how many times they introduced it. Of the ones that did, some described 

discussing it with up to sixteen curriculum specialists and/or teachers with others describing up to 

seventy-five. 

 

Only one participant, the assistant director of humanities, did not share the SLL with teachers in his/her 

district. When asked why this was, s/he explained that his/her ñrole, because I donôt do a ton of 

interfacing with teacherséI have coaches who interface with teachers and so itôs something that they talk 

about with PLCôs or share at meetings with teachers.ò S/he went on to explain some barriers to sharing 

the SLL with teachers, such as how there are ñso many things out there for people to use so how do you 

always keep it fresh and new and help people use it.ò S/he explained further ñ[we] havenôt been with 

teachers at all since March, anything that we are sharing now is within context of preparing for a virtual 

learning environment or distance learning and less focused on óHereôs a resource to useô even though 

thatôs a great tech tool to collect feedback and help students collaborate and engage and build community 

in the classroom. So, components of what we need in pillars of distance learning are there. So, we should 

probably try to push this out more in the summer and help teachers embed this resource more into their 

classroom.ò 
 

 


